Abstract. -Este artículo es un llamamiento a los colegas norteamericanos a prestar más atención a los estudios históricos de otros países. La historiografía norteamericana da la impresión de que en los últimos aflos se está voliendo autoreferencial. La autora, quien recibió parte de su formación académica en los EEUU y que, también ha ejercido la docencia en universidades estadounidenses, aboga vivamente por investigaciones en base de estudios comparados como el de Robert Palmer The Age of Democratic Revolution.
I found that the three questions posed to the participants are difficult to address separately, but I guess that my interest lies in the first two.
The entrance of the New World into history opened the way to globalism, and the foundation of the United States was a new step in that direction. Nevertheless, U. S. history has always been written with secondary attention to the rest of the World, and in particular, to the Western Hemisphere; this, in spite of many events, such as independence and geographical and economic expansion, which have been linked to the republics to the South. Even Canada does not receive proper attention.
After many years of experience in living, teaching and lecturing in different parts of the world, I have begun to question strongly the parochialism of U. S. history. The general trend of emphasizing how American ideals and institutions have been successfully advancing from colonial times to the present and insisting on the uniqueness and exceptionalism of the American experience, that was so convincing when I was studying and began to teach, seems to me now oversimplified. Without any attempt to disregard the important body of critical research in U. S. history, it seems nevertheless -with few exceptions -, that generally it expounds the idea that the U. S. is the least imperfect of all modern experiments in conforming a more just society and better political institutions. This interpretation could be somewhat true, but it shows little comprehension for other human experiences, a goal that I consider very important in history and necessary for tolerance and communication with other people.
The insistence on uniqueness neglects the fact that all human experience also has its commonalty. Of course, I am very aware that every national history is parochial, due to its common use as an essential part of the modern Nation-State and a basic ingredient in the definition of its identity. This was observed by Van Woodward, since the 60's, in his introduction to The Comparative Approach to American History ("to limit the subject of historical study within national boundaries, is always to invite the charge of narrow perspective and historical nationalism"), but the phenomenon is astonishing in the case of the United States, considering the degree of sophistication of its historiography and the fact that the nation was built by people from over the world, who do not share the same past.
Coming to U. S. history via world history, long before NAFTA produced a boom of U. S. studies in Mexico, I became fascinated with the American Revolution, the making of the Constitution and federalism, topics that still attract my deep interest. Bernard Bailyn's courses and books had a significant influence, but the reading of Palmer's The Age of Democratic Revolution meant the widening of my interest in liberalism in the Spanish world and the independence of the Spanish colonies, perhaps because of their absence in these studies. This interest grew when participating as a member of the AHA Committee in the organization of the celebration of the bicentenary of the American Revolution. With Professor Richard Morris, who chaired the Committee, I coedited an anthology comparing the independence of the U. S. and Mexico. The communication was difficult many times because Professor Morris lacked even elementary knowledge on Spanish history. Nevertheless, it was an interesting start in a new direction: seeing the independence of the Americas as a single process in world history.
The economic changes on the 18th century and the prosperity of the Great Caribbean, with the sugar cycle and the importance of Mexican silver, caused France and Spain to attempt to limit the growing economic importance of Great Britain, but failed in the Seven Years War. The war resulted in the bankruptcy of the three powers, and forced them to impose new taxes and to modernize (or as Bailyn calls it, "to rationalize the imperial system")· The reformist measures produced the malaise that led to independence, both in the English and Spanish colonies; because the ties were deeper in the Spanish Empire, the separation was a longer process. I would like to see U. S. history explained in a world context and as the product of contradictory forces from within and from without. It would be important to stress the advantages that accompanied the American colonial development (such as the establishment of the English colonies in a "modern" world, and being perceived as less important for Great Britain than the West Indies, for instance), and its emergence in the international arena, because this was not the same in other cases. The U. S. struggle for freedom and representation were in tune with European ideals, and awakened sympathy. The same ideals in the Spanish colonies faced a counter-revolutionary European atmosphere, after the excesses of the French Revolution. Americans found European allies in their short and not very bloody struggle for independence, and before recognition by the mother country, the new nation was recognized by France and Holland. The support of France and her ally, Spain, were decisive (including Mexican silver to pay the cost).
The United States had also the advantage of initiating its independent life with a Europe at war. At the time of the approval of the Constitution in 1789, the French Revolution began and gave the new nation the opportunity to try out its system of government without European interference; it could profit from neutral commerce and smuggling in the Americas, while receiving migrants from Europe.
The Spanish colonies (except the Río de la Plata viceroyalty) did not have any of those advantages: they fought long and bloody wars with no allies (Great Britain gave some support only to Venezuela). New Spain turned toward the U. S. for help, trusting in their sympathy because of their colonial background, but did not receive any. The inauguration of the new Hispanic American states found a Europe at peace; various European powers (and the U.S.) considered them a booty, especially Mexico, which had been the "most precious jewel of the Spanish Crown", and its former prosperity made Mexico vulnerable and the most threatened country on the continent. So the Hispanic American nations had none of the advantages and suffered both the effects of decapitalization due to Spain's wars (1779-83, 1792, 1793-1814) , the dislocation of the wars of independence and various obstacles to incorporation into the world order.
Federalism and the political system, supposed to be copied from the U. S., in fact were influenced by the regionalism of colonial times and Spanish liberalism. The 1824 Mexican Constitution was not a copy of the U. S. Constitution, but more radical. It was curiously somewhat more democratic, allowing the vote for almost all male citizens, and this made the entrance into independent life an abrupt transition. Besides, Mexican federalism was in between the U. S. Confederation and U. S. Federalism, defined more closer to antifederalism. All these factors gain importance when one deals with the expansion of the U. S. throughout the Mexican Northwest and essential to understanding how prosperous New Spain became the weaken country that had to face the invasion of the U. S. army.
The traditional political justification of expansionism with its claims of mission to extend liberty (while extending the area of slavery), expanded my research to the independence of Texas and the so called "Mexican War". At first, my ignorance of the history of Mexico led me to accept the U. S. interpretations, but slowly, the confrontation with archival sources questioned their validity. The New Left and New Progressive historians' influence meant changes in the interpretation of the war between Mexico and the U. S., but important arguments were left untouched, such as the marginality of the event in courses and textbooks (as happened also with the war with Spain in 1898). I am convinced that the conquest of the West in 1846-48 and the acquisition of colonies in 1898, were not minor incidents within U. S's development. We Mexican historians considered the expansion of the West as part of a common history that is necessary to contextualize in both historical experiences.
I, like other outsider historians, do not see U. S. history as a lineal evolution, but a complex process with many contradictions. I note, for instance, that the values expressed in the Declaration of Independence were sacrificed in the Constitution in order to create the federal state; that after Reconstruction, the social issues of the 14th and 15th Amendments were abandoned; that throughout American history the concepts of "melting pot" and asylum have been defied by a profound "nativism"; that the rights expressed in the 1st Amendment have not guided U. S. foreign policy, and that the U. S. preaches free commerce, and practices protectionism.
To include some of the views from the outside might lead to a more comprehensive picture of U. S. history.
